DOCUNENT RESUNME

BD 177 695 EA 012 186
AUTHOR Leppert, Jacks Routh, Dorothy
TITLE A Policy Guide to Weigh®ed Pupil Education Finance
Systems: Some Emerging Practical Advice.
INSTITUTION National Inst. of Education (DHEW), Washington,
. DQC.
PUB DATE Sep 79
CONTRACT 400-76-0151
NOTZ U1p.; Not avallable in paper cory dve tc small print

EDRS ERICE

in original dccument

MFO1 Plus Postage. EC Not AVailable\frcm EDRS.

DESCRIPTORS *Comparative Analysis; Elementary Seccndazy
Education: *Equalization Aid; *Finance Reform;
C *Financial Policy; Models: State Aid; Surveys
LLENTIFIERS Florida; New. Mexico; Utah
ABSTRACT

This publication is intended tc prcvide

policy-makers, educators, and concerned citizens with a practical
introduction to pupil weightirg systems--what they can accomplish,
vhat factors must be taken into account as they are developed, ana
what problems can hamper their implementation. Pupil weighting
systems are alternative apgroaches to funding the special needs of
students. They establish tformulas based on the relative costs of
serving different types of students. Research preserted in this
report is based on interviews with over 200 policy-makers and

educators in Florida, New Mexicc, and Utah arnd on examination of five

years of data from each of these states. The major divisicns of the
guidebook discuss what policy~makers expect from weighting, provide
answers to the most common questicans about weighting, and review
Froblems of implementation. An overview of the larger, technical
report that serves as the basis for this guide is fresented at the

end. (Authcr/LD)

ARRREREREEREER R AR AR AR R RERR R W B b B AR ok b akook Ak ok 3 ok ook Ak o ok ok ok ok 3 ok Aok e
* Reproductions suppiled by EDKES are the best that can be made *

* from the originai document. *
B o s ok ¥ o ok % aic ok af ok 2 ol ofe de it i afe ik ok ok s e ok ok Aok o dfe o ks e ofe e e ok ke e ok s 3k o s ek e sk a8 ok B ok 3k ak 3 3k K K ok K NC kK K M




ED177695

<«

S ORPARTMENT OF HEALTN,
v SOUCATION & WELPARS
NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF
SOUCATION

THI$S DOCUMENT naS BEEN REPRO-
Du(sto ERACTLY AS RECEIVED FROM
THE PERION OR ORGANMIZATION ORIGIN.
ATING 1T POINTS OF Vikw OR OPINIONS
STATED DO HOT MECESSARILY REPRE.
SENT OF FICIAL NATIONAL INSTITUTE oF
EOUCATION POSITION ok POLICY

A POLICY GUIDE 'TO WEIGHTED PUPIL EDUCATION FINANCE SYSTEMS:

SOME EMERGING PRACTICAL ADVICE

. Jack Leppert
Dororhy Routh

September 1979

U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare

Patricia Roberts Harrils, Secretary .
Mary F. Berry, Assistan® Secretary for Education

National Institute of Educatlion

P. Michael Timpane, Acting Director
Marc S. Tucker, Associate Directog. Educatlonal Policy and Organizatlon
David R. Mandel, Acting Assistant Director, Educational Finance

Washington, D.C. 20208



This guide was prepared by the rPolicy Resource Canter of MGT of
America, inc. under contract NIE 400-76-0151 from the National
Institute of Education, U.S$. Department of Health, Education and
Welfare. TYThe opinions expressed in this paper do not necessarily
reflect the position or policy of the National Institute of Education
or the U.S. Department of Health, Education and Welfare.

i



FOREWORD

One of the central anbjectives of the Education Finance Program

at the National iInstitute of Education is the conduct of policy
studies ind technical assistance projects to assist the states

as they consider changes in their school finance systems.

As the debate on the financing of elementary and secondary
education has edplvel, increasing attention has been focused
on the financing and governance of programs for children with
special educational needs. A number of policy makers and
concerned citizens have expressed interest in one particular
appruach--the weighted pupil finance system. This gulde
explores the range of issues that are associated with this
approach. o

This guide is based on the experience of three states: Florida,
New Mecico, and Utah. These states were chosen for study because
they are cunsidered tc be leaders in the develupment and
implementations ot pupil weighting systems.

Each state in ass:ssing its present structure of state aid and
potential alternatives must consider its own needs and traditions.
Nonetheless, we believe that the states are anxious and able to
learn from the experiences of their neighbors. It is also our view
that targeted policy research of this kind will lead to a more
infurmed and productive debate on the subject of equity in school
finance.

We at NIE hope that this publication will serve the needs of
legislators, quvernors, state and local education officials and
interested citizens and thereby assist in the development and
implementation of more equitable and effective systems of school
finaace.

David R. Mandel

Acting Assistant Director,

Educational Finance

National Institute of
fduration



PREFACE

“

This policymaker's guide to weighted pupil education finance systems
is drawn from an extensive study of the distributional practices
operating in Florida, New Mexico and Utah. These three states were
chosen for study because they pioneered in developing comprehensive
weighted pupil systems. In this guide we have attempted to present
information which would be of most ifterest to policymakers, educators
ﬁand conce-ned citizens as they consider amendments to their existing

syseems for distributing funds to school districts. _

Our-work is based on interviews wi*h more than 200 policymakers and
educator _in these three state's. and examination of 5 years of data
from eachZcf these states. They study is somewhat unique because it
isbbased on both scholarly tcsearch and first-hand experience. One'
of the authors, Leppert, confronted the issues directly when he was
serving as staff director of Florida's Senate Education Committee

during that State's school finance reform In 1973.

Several individuals played critical roles as the study progressed.

Our in-state consultants, Heber Fuller in Utah, and Harry Wugalter

and Al Clemmons in New Mexico, assisted in acquiring much of the data
and were invaluahle in facilitating our interviews and reviewing the
accuracy of the report in relationship to their states. The comments
of Bill Wilken and the efforts of his staff at the Nationa! Conference
of State Legi-latures were of considerable aid in further improving

and preparing this quide fo}‘pqg]ication.



This quide is drawn from a technical report which provides more detail
about the study we conducted. Copies of the technical report may be
requested from the Educational Finance Program, National Institute of
.Sducation. ﬁashington. D.C. 20208, Requesf: Jack Leppert and
Borothy Routh, 'Pupil Weighting Educationgl Finance Systems in Three

States: Fiorida, Utah, and New Mexico''. The report will be availableT™

in Fall 19/5..

o™
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INTRODUCTION

Increasingly, state governments are responding to needs for spec}al
education services through such programs as early childhood, vocational,
bilingual, compensatory, and exceptional child education. Most’ states
view these services as categorical or supplemental frograms and fund
them through separate annual appropriations based on (1) flat grants,

(2) excess cost reimbursement,.or (3) classroom or teacher support units.

A number of states have recently attempted an ‘alternative abproach to
funding the special needs of students by establishing formulas based

on the relative costs of ﬁprving different types of students. This
distribution model has been designated the weighted pupil approach or

a pupil weighting system. Currentl,, 21 states fund students according

to at least one explicit relative need differential. Maine, New Hampshire,
Oklah-ra, Oragon and Pennsylvania use a weighted system to fund e lementary
and secondary student; differentially. lowa has established weights for Q .
funding tiree categories of exceptional education programs. Sixteen )
states -- Florida, ldaho, lIllinois, Indiana, Minnesota, Montana, Nebraska,
Nevada, New .'ersey, New Mexico, New York, North Dakota, South Carolina,
Tennessee, Utah, and Washington -- eac; weight students by two or more
factprs that adjust for cost differences caused by density, sparsity,

grade level, and vocational or exceptional’fgggatlon needs. South Dakota
has enacted 3 pupil wef&htinq oystem fo;/}uturc implementatjon. No two

pupil weighting systems are alike; each state has used the approach to

meet its uwn unique purposes and needs.
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In short, state governments face increasingly perplexing challenges as
they aftanpt to tinance equal education opportunities for all children; .
This guide is offered as an aid to pollcymakers as they face these
challenqes.‘ The guide draws on the experiences of three states -
Floridé. New Mexicu and Utah -- chosen because they pioneered in
developing comprehensive weighted pupil funding systems.
a® .
This publication i5 intended to provide policymakers, educators, and
® concerned citizens with a practical introduction to pupil weighting
systems -- what they can accomplish, what factors must be taken into
daccount as they are developed, and what problems can hamper their
implementatioy. Readers desiring further information are invited
to read the technlcal report yhich served. a¢ thé basis for this guide

{see Preface). An overview of that teport is presented at the end

of this publication,
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WHAT POLICYMAKERS EXPECT FROM WEIGHTING

Pupil weighting sgstems can help resolve many of the purposes states
have for changing thelr ‘nnencial and managemant practices. Nhile
. rot all pollcymakers emphaslze the same goals, $ix disginct "tTtemes
o emerged from our interviews in Florida, New Mexico, aid Utah: (1) to ¢
peutralize district fiscal burdens, (2) to provide specific pfogram _
S -+ incentives, (3) to make the finance systems more comprehensive. (4) to
promote effaclency. (5) to focus funding on student needs, and (6) to

-

decentralize decisionmaking. .

Fo neutralise the riscal burdems of districts with varying incidences
) high -ro8t students.

t
in each of thalthree states studied, districts ¥aced differlng fiscal

burdens because they had differgat proportions of high cost students.
In each of these states, the weighted pupil distribution approach was
- viewed as a legislative tool for the state to equalize these differing
burdens., The highly equalized finance systems ip these.thfee states
limited districts' capabilities to raise additional unequalized local
revenues. As a result, it seemed unfair to require districts to bear
the financial responsibility for high cost programs which are mandated

ar encouGEged by state law.
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A major impetus for the ;levelopment of weighted pu?il systems in the -
three states was a recognition that districts have.djfferent edu‘cat!oml
Surdeﬁs depending upon ;t:eir concentragions;Aof children with special‘

needs. For example, among thé gtudy's samp[g dlstg;dis the percent of.

students recelvin% some exceptional education services variled:

in Florida from Charlotte (6.82%) to Alachua (17.93), in

New Mexico from Hobbs (4.113) to Albuquerque (6.95%), and

in Utah from Washington (10.00%) tp Salt Lake City (20.50%).

.

Similar disparities in demand for vocational and bilingual services -existed.
&
In these three states it was deemed not only appropriate, but necessary

\
for the state to aid the districts in serving these high cost students.

It should be recognized that a we ;hted pupil system, per sigdoes not
assure district equity. If the pupll.weightlng éystqm does not generat;
enough funds to cover the costs of a particulyr program (either because

the weight is too low, or because the base again;t which the weight is
applied is to low), then the district must turn to its own revenue

sources to add funds. Pupil weighting systems, therefore, can n.t guarantee
equity, but in the three states studied, policy&akers viewed pupil weighting

$§ the most approp: iate distribution mode! for facilitating equity.

] ' ‘. 11




To provide tneentivee for diatricts ta offer appropriate programs in

such areas ag exceptional and vocational education.

By establishing predictable funding rates designed to cover the costs
of many different types of chilggen‘s needs, the legislgtures encouraged
school districts tc offer apéropriate program;. At rthe core of the
weighted pupil system is the concept of entitlement. 0ng~pr|ncibal in
a Florida district succinctly communicated a %undamental change in

perspective at his school: .

-

Principals now see management dependent on the number and
types of kidst Before you had to go in on your knees for
another teacher unit. However, now you ook at a child
with'special needs'coming in with resourres to back him up,

not as a liability. . .

»

Cons;qbently. in these states where pupil weights made ad;quate funding
more predictable, special needs program generally expanded. Vocational
education, as a percent of total revenues, doubled in Florida and Utah.
This expansion was a conscious policy in Utah, where, there is an
.pversupply of college graduates, and in Florida, where investment in
vocational education is expected to pay high returns as the state expands
its industry and commerce potential. Florida's vocational education

program has grown to over 15 percent of total Formula funds.



’
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Florida and Rew Mexico showed considerable ;ncreases in participation In
exceptional aducattgbn. programs. As a p;rccnt of otal formula funds,
\{lorlds moved from 6.2 percent prior to the reform to over 9 percent in
1976-77. New Mexico more than doubled its served population of excepflonal
students (3.0 to 6.5 percent), and is still showing growth, which is
expected to level 'off in 1978-79. Utah applied the welgt;ted pupil system

te maintain an already high level of exceptional educatfon servige.

To make the aystam o} fimance rationmal, comprehensive and generally more

underetundable. : . .

On? legislator explained, "You can't expect the public to have faith In
& system they don't understand. 'Ue had an abiding dlstl:ust of the old _
formula. Under this system, allocation of units is aboveboard; dollars
follow the students based on thelr needs'’. Several legislators caul;ented
that a weighted pupil system for &ll;catlng the state's educational

dollar makes it possible to see the total educational! finance picture on

one sheet of paper.




\

There was general concurrence.among those interviewed that more people

can now understand the logic, if not the details, of the wéighted pupil
finance system. This influenced the legislative process in several wayé.
Lobbying in relation to the finance formula was no longg; limited to a

few school finance experts. Parents and citizen group members were able

to offer significant suggestions to legislative committees. Appropriations
committees also took a greater interest in the details of financing schools-~
once the domain of a -few members of the education committee. In Florida
and New Mexico, where most categoricals were folded into the weighted

pupil allocation system, legislators commented on their newly-found ability
to understan& the total educational finance picture and related program
priorities, as opposed to the prior p;£chwork qui It approach. In sum,

linking students with resources provided a logical framework that opened

up pgrticipation in the policymaking process.

R S R ofomen ol ot amess off program costs.,

'R

.

In Florida, where program cost accounting accompanied the weighted pupil
approach, additional management improvements were intended. This reform
made pussible the direct\cunnection of resources with programs (a common
practice in most business, but a major breakthrough in K-12 educational
finbnce). Prior to the reform, data ;n program costs had not been .
available and district administrators based their decisionmaking on line

item budget-: they had little ability to monitor program costs. Now

exceedingly expensive or inefficient programs are glaringly apparent and

-l
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demand evaluation. As one finance officer summed it up, "With this new

system a district could operate like a private corporation; and with a

program budget, dollars can be managed."

Further, by establiiti.g weigits, the legislature can prescribe either
formally or informally (depending on whether or not it establishes program
expenditure requirements) ex enditure limits or ranges per student. Some
critics of the weighted pupil approach argue, however, that equal programs
do not necessarily follow fram equal student funding. For example, If

one district had onfy two severely handicapped children and another had
ten, the latter district would generate more dollars and thus have a
superior program. Therefore, critics would advocate that the treatment
is, in fact, unequal. Pupll weighting advocates would retort that:

(1) equal per pupil resources is a fair and reasonable state position,

(2) districts should economize by working out cooperative arrangements for
low-prevalence children, (3) sparsity adjustments can, at least in part,
compensate for size factors, and (4) districts should be creative and
cost-eff icient with what resources they do get in providing semices.

The arguments on both sides of this issue relating to student equity seem
r;:;onable; state preference may be determined by varied political
considerations.

i35

-8-




T Yocud Punding mope reetly on stwdent needs.

in Florida and Utah policymakers believed that considerable political
mileage could be gained by changing the unit to be funded from a teacher
or classroom unit to a student unit; both states had recently experienced
forceful teacher strikes. But, more imporantly, they wished to relate
educational finance discussions to the various needs of children and to

appropriate educational services.

A number of respondents lamented that prior to the reform, discussions
of educational financing had been too far removed from needs of children,
in developing a weighted pupil system, policymakers were forced to
assess the differing needs of children and to target resources in

accordance with needs, regardless of th: wealth of their districts, the
"‘\

/
nd Florida, but/not in A, New Mexico, the pupil

istricts in accordance

dollars reached @

o 1 6
ERIC
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in Florida, key legislators during the reform movement envisioned
monumental &anagement alterations, with the school principal ending up

as the center of both decisionmaking and accountability. The weighted
puptl system was viewed az”’a means of facilitating and complerenting
other reforms such as school-based management, parent advisory councils,
annual reports of school progress, program cost accounting and a state
comprehensive‘ﬁanagement information system -- all designed to strengthen
the purpouse and quality of local decisionmaking. Decentralization to
the school site, or school-based management, was facilitated by the

weighted pupil system in som- districts, though not in most.

One should ;ecognize that not all impacts of a finance reform on

manag- ont behaviors can be predicted prior to adoption, and that no

two states will respond the same way. However, it should be understood
that finanée reforms do more than simply redistribute dollars; they can
affect roles and responsibilities of state and district administrators

in significant ways.

The six goals presented above recelvgd different emphasis in the three
states' reform efforts. 7o individual policymakers some were insignificant;
others were paramount. All were identified by key policymakers in at

least two of the states. Each state, however, hased on its experience

and political situation, developed its own unique weighted pupil system.

-ln-
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In fact, an important de.ermination of our study was that there is no one
correct or best weighted pupi! approach. What we found was a fairly
flexible distribution model that served a number of diverse but generally

interrelated purposes -- beyond the central purpose of equalizing

education burdens,

~11-
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s ANSWERS TO THE MOST COMMON QUESTIONS ABOUT WEIGHTING

Legislative debate on pupil weighting tends to resolve around five
questions: (1) What do you weigh? (2) What costs.should the weights
cover? (3) How should students be counted? (4) How are weights finally

established? and (5) What controls should be imposed on the system?

A common misunderstanding about weights is evident when individuals
in one state assume that they can use another state's weights, or
compare weights of states. Weights mean different things to different

ey

states, depending on the ways the questions in this section are answered.

) s

(2]

whet bt ] e e el

An fmportant initial concideration involves identifying which programs

the formula should take into account. The most critical set of programs

is in speciail education, No common set of definitions of handicapping
conditions is applied by the states; in fact, wide variations exist.
Specialists who design the programs and establish definitions should be
directed by the legisiature to set criteria which can be objectively
applied. Vague definitions, especially in such areas as learning
disabilities and emotional disturbances, can create serious problems for
school districts facing a set of automatic funding incentives. If criteria
are clearly established, however, overzealous placement of children in

special programs for fiscal reasons can be controlled by state auditing

of pla.ements. Furthermore, with the implementation of PL 94-142 and its

-xz-
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required individuallized educational programs (l1EPs) and placement/due
process guarantees, the likelihood of misplacing exceptional children for

whatever purpose has been reduced.

At least two options exist in funding exceptional education unitss

(1) classification based on handicapping conditions and service intensity
(such as the Florida and Utah models with 15 categories); or (2) classi=-
fications based on delivery system requirements for mild, moderate, and
severely handicapped children (such as the New Mexico and lowa models with
3 c;;eqories).

Another progra+ area, often currently funded by categorical grants because
of sarying costs, is vocational education. Again, two different systems
are available for assessment. In Utah, vocational courses are grouped by
subject matter such as Agriculture, Businéss, Home Economics, etc. In
Florida, some 150 courses are grouped into six cost categories from high
to Tow per pupil cost, In both states, wgights are then assigned in order
to generate the planned fiscal support. State economic development policy
may also be tied to vocational education program policy, and the fiscal
incentives or 1isincentives the state formu'!y communicates to school

districts require the close attention of state policymakers.‘\\\\\

~~

-

Conceivably, further program definitions could be developed according \\\‘\‘
to subject areas such as reading, math, or science, but this has not

been done except in a few higher education formulas. Program areas have
been established for separate weighting by grade, such as grades | to 3

or 10 to 12, where resources greater than the norm are desired. Other
program areas have received emphasis through the establishment of weights

in such areas as bilingqual, compensatory, and adult education.
-13-
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A fourth area to consider for weighting, though not directly tied to

student programs, relates to district or school cost variations based

on geographical location and/or staff salaries. New Mexico and Utah

have developed simple ways to fund teacher training and experience

cost differentials, assuming that districts, particularly those with

declining enruliments, have little control over the fiscal burden associated
. .

with their staff's training and experience. Florida, on thé other hand,

sought to avoid any incentive that might escalate the costs of personnel.

Florida ¢id, however, establish a cost of living adjustment to compensate

for co;' variations within their state which includes extremes from

coastal urban to inland agrarian communities. Nev Mexico and Utah further

adopted adihstments related to added costs associated with maintaining

educational programs in remote, sparsely po;Llated areas of their states.

In these cases the districts' total weighted pupil counts were adjusted

by the appropriate factors or district weights.

Early in the pracess of developing a weighted pupil system, it is
important to establish clear definitions of the programs to be funded.
Precise eligibility standards should be detailed either in Iegislqtion
or by requlation. A clear set of definitions will lead toward orégise
identif cation of eligible students throughout the state and will help
dassure that the legislative intent of the pupil weighting system is
carried out. In addition, a carefully developed set of standards which
can stand the test of time will yield a set of data on the state's pupil
weighting system which will be consistent over time. This consistent
da&a base, in turn, will allow policymakers to conduct meaningful

evaluations of the impact of the pupil weighting system.

-14-
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What costs should the weights cover?

-

Pupil weights are merely ratios relating an amount budgeted for one
pupil's program to some base dollar amount; Before atteﬁpting to fix
these ratios legislators must determine, as a policy matter, precisely
what costs the weights are meant to cover. For example, they must
determine whether such costs as salaries and fringe benefits for aldes
or a!l ancillary and administrative staff contributing to the support
of the’program will or will not be separately funded. Are supplies and
equipment, utility costs snd maintenance services to be charged to the
student's program cost? In one state, Utah, all retirement and fringe
benefit costs are paid d'rectly by the state. In another, the districts
make these payments from student-based earnings. In most states,
transportation, construction and school lunch costs are funded separately
because the factors causing variations in these costs are unrelated to
the instructional program. The issues regarding whether funds should
‘cover only direct costs or, in addition, most indirect costs will have
substantial impact both on the weights and on the value of the base to

which they relate.

A closely related issue is whether the weights will be '‘add ons,' or
for “'total service." For example, if a basic student's cost is $1,000
and a special student's total program cost is expected to be $3,000

b

then an add-on weight would be 2.0 and a total service weight wou!d‘be

3. 0.

.15



Determining what costs to cover by the weights can become a highly
technical area. |Ipterrelationships among accounting practices, student
counting drocedures. and consequential incentive systems should be

carefully considered.
How should swudents be counted?

This one issue has provoked as much debate in leg/slative bodies as
any other single school finance question. The g;neral issue is not
related to pupil weighting per se, but flows from broad equalization
efforts, as concerns over precision and equity become more focused.
Whether to. count membership or attendance still depends on whether you
wish to reward districts with high attendance rates and penalize those
where students do not attend as regularly. The many combinations of
methods practiced nationally, including variations of averaging,
periodical sampling, using prior year counts, gguble and bonus counting,
and peak load options are topics for a separate report. A shift fo a
weighted pupil system, however, is an excellent time to reconsider
these issues, since a policy change at this time can often be more

easily incorporated into a comprehensive reform package.

The counting issue becomes more complicated as more children in

supp lementary education programs are served in part-time classes.
Expanding patterns of diversification in vocational education, both
in terms of the rangz of program offerings and the number of periods
a day a student may be served, also complicate counting systems. If

the issue is not addressed clearly in law or in regulations, many

-le-
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\ .
administrative problems may deQelop Nacause any funding system is also
an incentive system. It is the responsibility of district business
officers to understand their state finance formula and maximize the
benefits it offers to their school system, The designer of state finance
formulas, therefore, must decide what program behavior, in general, they
wish to encourage and must understand the impact of their funding formulg
on behavior at the local level. An overviaw of incentives related to

various counting options is discusced in our full report for those

interested in this area.

Thus @ major early decision relates to whether to count students by
membership in a program, without specific regard to the duration of

service, or whether to fund a more precise measure such as student

contact hours. The latter method requires more detailed record keeping

{(at least during count weeks), but provides support in direct relation-

ship to the time a student is in a weighted program. This is accomplished
by counting and funding units knan as full-time equivalent pupils (FTE's).
For example, it might take six students in a special class for 5 hours

each to produce o full 30 hours of instruction time In a week. Under

such an FTE system they jointly would be counted as one FTE. Alternatively,
with 3 membership system they would be counted as six students, and the
program weight would be one-sixth as much as an FTE weight in order to
generate the same funds. The benefits of an FTE system are generally

ass sned to be the greater accuracy a?hieved by funding the hours of

service, However, systems which count on a membership basis can incorporate
the notion of "time in program' by simply e tablishing minimum time

requirements to qualify for membership.

~17-




When considering student counting options, it should be recogniaed that
different cuunting methods yield different financial implications. For
example, current year counts are designed to reflect current needs. On
the other hand, counts which are averaged over the past 2 or 3 years will
produce more -table and predictable revenue flows to the districts. While
poor or tigﬁ.ui budgeted districts may not be able to fund needed program
growth without current year funding, persuasive arguments for using prior
year counts to prevent unplénned growth in one district from depreciating

another district's income expectations can likewise be convincing.

These few examples illustrate that’when a new law is being considered,
and especially when if is being drafted, special attention to definitions
of such terms as "'a member'', "a pupil unit" or “a full-time equivalent
student' are crucial if the reforms envisioned by policymakers are to

became reality.
How are welghts ymally ecatitblished?

Three distinct approaches to setting weights have been used. All three
methods can be used concurrently and in an overlapping way, with the

final outcome becoming a r.easoned consensus. Most simply put, the methods
are: (1) repticat}ng existing expenditures, (2) using professional
program specialists' judgments and (3) establishing state priority spending
(or investment) areas by asserting political policy judgments. In all
three cases the goals shoyld be to establish a dollar cost per student
which will enable school districts to support each student in an
aﬁ&ropriate program. Ratlos of these costs to a b?se value pecome the

AY

weights.
-18-~
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The first method requires gathering e#pehdtture data 6n.instructional
programs, and utilizing formulas for attributing indirect costs if a
full funding system is desired. Such data can be reported in terms of
costs per enrollee or qjsts per FTE. A few states have adopted prograﬂ
cost accounting systems which simplify this task, but methodologies are
available to gather cost data regardless of the sophistication of the
staég‘s ?ccounting sysgem. The most revealing results of such studies
are to display expenditures three ways: (1) per child, (2) per hour of
instruction and (3) per special program. This process usually reveals

new Insights into per unit costs and often results in a drive to operate

in a'more cost-effective manner.

-~

The second method logically follows. Specialists in every area fram
speech.therapy to’ business education, from first grade to high school,
need to explain what good practice should be in each program area to

be funded within the state's overall economic capability. This does

not mean merely to describe current practice as above, but to establish
" through neutral experts ;hether an equal educational program consistent
wiih the state's overall goals and respénsibillties re&uires that gtudenis
be taught in a class of 3 for same subjects and 50 f&r others, or for

1 hour per yeek for certain programs and 10 hours per week for others,

and to determine what direct and indirect expenditures can reasonably be
expected. Under any measure of fairness the personnel and equipment costs,
for example, for the orthopedically handicapped would exceed those for '

the stron6 and healthy child. A major purpose of this process, even-if
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it must be done in a hurried mqnner By only a few legislators aﬁd |
cu;riculum specialists, is to aid in establishing .ome sense of fairness.
Merely relying on the expenditures of existing programs may result in a
continued pattern of more generously funding some programs and services

- at the expense of children in programs which have not had the advantage
of @ strong sypportive lobby in the past. Such a review and accompanying
documentation will also assist in clarifying legislative intent when it
is time to evaluate these programs. |t further provides the legislative

body with an ¥Informed core of members who must exercise the final

discretion which i, a part of the next method of setting weights.

Direct policy judgments must finally be used when setting welights for
several! reasons. Because a weighted pupil system targets funds toward
-particuldr programs, it can easily be the mechanism by which state
policymakers initiate shifts in orogram emphasis. New programs can be
"’55035775hed or old 6nes merged. State priorities can be shifted. A

most dramatic example of this occurred in Florida in 1973 when all the
data and experts said that high schools 'cost' much more per student

to operate than elementary schools. The legislative leadership, however,
established its own preference. By weighting the primary grades higher
than grade » 10-12, they in effect asserted that they did not care what

it had been costing -- they wanted more spent on the basic instruction

in the prisary grades so that grades 1-3 would '‘cost'’ more in the future.
Flhustrating another type of policy discretion, the Utah legislature set
the weights for sweveral special education programs at an equai level,

since they Jetermined that the delivery systems were sim!lar for these




programs, with children often being served in the same resource room.
They wanted to remove any fiscal incentives related to diagnosis from
educators' minds, even though slight technical variations in existing
program expen&itures could be shown. Just as importantly they wanted to
simplify the system and make it more understanﬁable. a laudable goal in

the area of school finance.

The preced{ng discussion points out that setting weights involves making
policy judgments. Accounting techniques can certainly be used to
determine the existing level of expenditures on a particular program.
However, establishing the proper relative cost of an adequate program is )
a far more judgmental process. Once these policy judgments are made and
the katio of desired costs among programs is set, all interests can

focus annually on establishing the dollar value of the base weight of 1.0.

Additional policy decisions may remain which are most familiar to -
legislators. A plan, no me**  .ow conceptually sound, is worth little
if it cannot gain at least 5' percent of the votes in each house.

Putting together a package that will sell is the overridiné policy
challenge. This process s;metimes involves adjusting the weights and
often involves rethinking séme of the earlier policy decisions which
relate to the system, Building a coalition of support, while ma‘ntaining
the integrity of the system by avoiding unwise concessions to special

interests, requires a great deal of political and technical skill.

~21-
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What cJ;;ruls ghould be imposed on the system?

. Some legislators voice legitimate concerns that funding pupil units at
high values for special services may create a fiscal incentive to
excessively place students in higher cost programs. Such an incentive
could either precipitate a need for a supplemental appropriation, or
force a prorated reduction in the value of al'.runlt"s', to the detriment
of "innocent'’ districts., While arbitrary controls or limits on the
number of pupils a state will fund is contrary to the spirit of
entitlement which is the foundation of pupil weighting systems,

constraining systems have been developed which work quite well,

Two of the four systems of controls have SQen discussed above in relation
to developing the weights. The first subsection of this part of the
guide stressed the importance of strictly defining the eligibility
standards for placement in such ''soft' program areas as those for gifted,
speech impaired, learning disabled and emotionally disturbed children.

If weights are provided for bilingual, campensatory, remedial reading or
vocational programs, eligibility definitions are important in order to
assure proper, but not excessive, demands on limited state funds. A
second ~ontrol, also mentioned previously, could be the use of prior year

student counts -- a system which inhibits unexpected growth.
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Two other more direct control measures alvo have been successfully
used in Utah and Florida. Legislatures have set limits or 'caps",

as they are called, by defining the upper llmits on the number of
units and/or dollars which are to be funded from appropriations by
program area. Different ways to accomplish this are addressed in

our full report. One simple way is to add a phrase or proviso to

. the appropriations bill stating that no more than a certain number or
units will.be funded in a particular program area. In practice these

caps have been set high and have seldom suppressed legitimate growth,

but they do serve to safeguard the state treasury.

Another more sophisticated control method is to require that all

or most of the funds earned by a program area be spent on that program.
Such action e!lminate; the ''profit" mative by assuring that special
program funds are not diverted to some other cause. To enforce this
mandate, a program cost accounting system was established Iin Florida

in order to tract. the dollars, and Utah has successfully used its

existing accounting system to enforce expenditure requirements.

Legislatures and other policy bodies use such mechanisms to control
any abuses and distortions of the policy intent which might occur.
These types of controls may be viewed by districts as infringing on
local control; however, they should note that these controls affect
only where the district has to spend, not how it may spend within

program areas,
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It should not be assumed that controls such as those mentioned above
are always established. New Mexico has almost no controls on local
expenditures and currently has no caps in special education program
Thus, it should be emphasized that the states have considerable

areas.

discretion in resolving the numerous technical options related to

developing weighted pupl! systems.




PROBLEMS THAT NEED ATTENTION FOR IMPLEMENTATION OF REFORMS

Once a weighted gupil system becomes state law, the next task is to
implement that new law. A number of scholars (referenced in our full
report) have recently begun focusing on this critical process of what
happens after a bll! becames law. This growing literature and our
observations of the experiences of the three states we studied have
helped us summarize a number of implementation considerations in the
checklist Selaw. Understanding these critical areas before a law is
passed can quide preventive action and will improve the chances for a

lasting and successful reform,

Researchers of the implementation process concur that the policy to be
implemented should be clearly articulated. In the three states studied,
the primary agenda of redistributing dollars according to varying pupil
needs was clearly defined in the enabling léglslation, but numerous
technical decisions were cither delegated or not addressed. Concerns
such as those discussed above relating to eligibility for the weighted
proyrams, definitions of appropriate service, counting students, and
“what costs the weights should cover, were not always resolved. The initial
lack of policy clarification resulted in considerable confusion. In some

cases, these ia.ues are 5till being worked out.

"

t)




3

~

Communicating the reform.

Although a few legislators and leg.islative staffers may fully comprehend
the reform, only dellberate widespread communication of the reform to.
dlstr’lcts will avert confus‘on and resistance to change. Policymakers
must communicate the components and technical aspects of the reform
package, and they should strive to achieve understandings between reformers
and users regarding the reasons for reform. District policymakers and

staffs need to know what is expected of them and why.
Collabormttion,

The potential of collaborative action among policymakers, implementers,
and users should be carefully explored. Where collaboration is possible,
it should be encouraged, as those who participate in developing a reform
generally support its implementation. However, where redistributions of
dollars and/or power are at stake, collaborative initiatives may be

unattainable.

26~
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rpgantattional Impacts.

State bureaucracies are generally responsible for imr lementing
legislative reforms, yet some of their personnel and divisions have
the greatest interest in maintaining the status quo. Implementation
of reform has been accomplished most successfully elther where a
highly respected individual was brought into the bureaucracy and given
a new division to advocate and implement the reform, or where key
leaders in the bureaucracy were intimately involved in the reform

process and were personally conmitted to its implement .ion.
Erosusal omal orlentattong,

Generally, state departments of education seem primarily accountable
to oﬁe constituency -~ their professional peers In the.dlstricts.
Therefore, they wmay find it difficult to lmplement reforms that are
opposed by local districts, or that require state intervention such

as the auditing of placements or expenditures associated with the
weighted pupil approach. State department personnel, comfortasle with
a friendly consultant role, usually need considerable assistance in

developing effective auditing skills.

-’
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Reforms are exceedingly difficult to implement in a fiscal crisis
situation. Only a surplus or a scheduled phase-{n can prevent hardships.
In the case of a weighted pupil system, program expenditure requirements
are difficult for districts to meet if administrators are involved in

the ¢risis management of economic decline.
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Compl ity o2 polisy o be implomented.

Although thé weighted pupil system has been described as logical, direct
and sifnple in concept, it is not simple to set up. Critical decisions
are requirep on numerous technical issues such as defiring, approving

and counting the units, establishing limits, setting the dollar value

of the base, and prescribing expenditure requirements. Various techniques
for simplifying implementation (which trade accuracy for ease of
understanding and administration) were employed in the three states.
Regardless of the complexities they faced, however, all administrators

reported a light at the end of the tunnel in terms of having a

comparatively easy-to-maintain operational system,

Inceantiseg o fm lomentat? o,

An oversight vacuum often exists in implementing state policy.
Legislators may work extremely hard at developing a reform package,
but they usually are not rewarded for following the refo:;m's progress.
Most state legislatures meet for 0;11y a few months a year and have
much to accomplish in a short period of time. Secondly, committee
memberships turn over often and legislators go on to new inter@:st:s.(,.7
Committee staffs, if they exist, may likewise change. Thus, if someone

or some yroup is not specifically designated to follow up on the reform,

no one may assume the responsibility,

«2R=- 35




Raevtew and revision,

Given the above considerations, it seems plausible that an appropriate
process of review and revision could greatly aid any state reform effort.
Some suggest that a separate legislative monitoring or auditing group
should be given the responsibility for overseeing the implementation

of reform; or in some cases, In-house review and revision capacity can

be developed within the bureau responsible for implementation. Whether

a separate legislati‘ve group is essential in implementing reform depends .
on the interworkings of the other eight considerations listed above, but
someone or some agency should be given the responsibility for overseeing

-t
and evaluating the process and accomplishments of the reform.

The point is: trans%oming legislative intent into operational programs
Is not easy. A state's ability to implement educational reforms can be
greatly improved if, during the policymaking process, thought is given

to the above considerations. A weighted pupil system is probabiy no more
complicated than some other distributional models, but it is swmething
new,‘land that in itself causes implementation problems. However a state
determines to allocate resources for education or to develop other reforms,

implementation is a critical consideration.
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AN OVERVIEW OF THE FULL STUDY

The full research project used & comparative case study approach to
examine a number of issues related to pupil weighting systems. Our
research.targeted on three states which have recently implemented
comprehensive weighted pupil systems: Florida, New Mexico and Utah.

in these three states we interviewed 220 people a: both the state

level and In 30 geographically diverse districts -- 23 key state
legislators, the three chief state school officers, 25 state department
of education administrators, |1 interest groyp representatives, 34
local school superintendents and assistants, 20 local school board
members, 25 teachers, 28 finance officers, 28 principals, and 23 directors
of special education. We alsoc analyzed data on program and fiscal
trends before and after the reforms. The research was organized

around a comparative analysis framework, and it focused on a number of
central issues. The following overview, by chapter, should serve to

guide readers to those areas of most interest to them.

Chapter | presents the conceptual framework for the development of
comprehensive weighted pupi! systems. The distributional model is
placed in context nationally, as the practice of funding according to
differential student need is described in other states. A brief over-
view of the three subject states' pre-and post-reform finance systems

completes this introductory and background chapter.

- 30~
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’ehapter 2 discusses the goals of policy research and reports the research
methodology and sampling procedures. Chapter 3 begins by examining the
political and social forces that led to each state's reform, and describes
the process and rationale for establishing the various weights.

Subsequent adjustments and respondent suggestions for changes are presented.

The critical technical options that account foT weights differing from
state to state are explatne& in Chapter 4. These include (1) defining
the unit to be funded, (2) approving the unit, (3) determining the count,
(4) establishing units, (5) setting the dollar value, and (6) prescribing
the purpose for which the dollars may or shall be spent. This '‘nuts-and-
bolts' chapter should be pérticularly useful to those seriously

considering establishing a weighted pupil system.

Further formula adjustments based on district differences are the
subject of Chapter 5. Sparsity factors, cost of living indices, and
‘adjustments for varying district teacher training and experience are

discussed as they operate in the three pupil weighting states we studied.

Chapter 6 analyzes shifts in the distribution of formula funds since
the reform. Growth of vocational, bilingual, and exceptional child
education programs are plotted for pre- and post-reform years, and
are compared with the overall state educational finance picture and
growth in the basic program. Additionally, pre- and post-reform
revenue earnings in special programs are campared for the sample
districts, and emerging hypotheses relating district earnings, size,

and assessed valuation per pupil are further explored.
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Alterations in district and state management roles and résponsibilities
since the reform are the focus of Chapter 7. We also present state

and local perspectives of numergus shifts in educational decisionmaking.

The many issues associat;d with funding exceptional child education
are puiled together in Chapter 8, st;ce this program area is one of
considerable concern to ;nny state poli.ymakers, particularly with the
advent of PL 94-142. Different Incidences of children being served in
the variogs exceptional education programs are compgged for the sample
districts in each state, differences which serve as a fundamental
rationale for establishing the weighted pupil systems. The growfh of
_/the fifteen programs in Florida and Utah, and three programs in

New Mexicou is analyzed and compared, and implications are discussed.
Numerdhs implementation issues identified by district exceptional

education directors are also discussed.

Chapter 9 concludes the report by focusing on two areas of particular
interest to policymakers, analysts, and implementers. The first part
of the chapter analyzes the weighted pupil system as a mode! for
distributing state educational dollars, ana proposes a framework that
may be applied to other distributional practices. The second part
discusses the often overlooked yet.crittcal process of what happens
after a bill becomes a law. Nine implementation issues are prfsented
for consideration, relating the experience in Florida, Utah, and

New Mexico with the qrowing li*»rature in this area.
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Alterations in district and state management roles and responsibilit!os..
since the reform are the focus of Chapter 7. We aiio présent state

and local perspectives of numerous shifts in educational decisionmaking.

The many issues assoclated with funding exceptional child education
are pulled together in Chapter 8, since this program area is one of
considerable concern to many state policymakers, particularly with the
advent of PL 94-142. Different incidences of children being served in
the various exceptional education programs are compared for the sample’
districts in each state, differences which serve as a fundamental
rationale for establishing the weighted pupil systems. The growth of
the fifteen programs in Florida and Utah, and three programs in

New Mexico is analyzed and compared, and implications are discussed.
Numerous implementation {;sues identified by district exceptional

education directors are also discussed.

Chapter 9 concludes the report by focusing on two areas of particular
interest to policymakers, analysts, and tmplementgrs. The first part
of the chapter analyze the weighted pupil system as a model for
distributing state educational dollars, and proposes a framework that
may be applied to other distributional practices. The second part
discusses the often overlooked yet critical grocess of what happens
after a bill becomes a law. Nine implementation {ssues are presented
for consideration, relating the experience in Florida, Utah, and

New Mexico with the growing literature in this area.
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CONCLUS ION

We could have discussed many other issues in this brief guide, but we
deliberately focused on those which we thought would be of greate#t
value to policymakers considering phpil weighting systems, We should
also emphasize that other dtstributional;nodels, properly designed,
may well accomplish the purposes that the weighted pupil approach
accamplishes; but we have not studied such models and cannot draw

canparisons. -

Our research has sought to explicate the working of one distribution
model -- the weighted pupil system. We hope that this brief gulde
will be a useful tool to persons wishing to meet the individual needs
of ch}ldren wh;n reforming school finance systems. A distributional
fermula based on some of the elements of the recently developed pupil
weighting systems may be very helpful in meeting state equalization
goals. However, we would caution that considerable confusion and even
unintended effects can result if states jump on the pupil weighting
bandwagon without careful planning and preparation. We hope this .
guide will help policymakers understand.some of the most impdrtant
issues they should take into account when considering pupil weighting.
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